Introduction
My dream back in September 2015 went, "Go back to school for Public Policy or Public Health," Mom said. Mom hardly appears in my dreams, and this dream at the time was prophetic. Before that dream, I was working in the food and hospitality industry, and my job at the time was working as an Assistant Front Desk Manager in a seedy part of town. I was earning good money, and it was a full-time job. It was a job that didn't have any upward advancement, and yet, I still kept my enthusiasm for learning as I would bring books to read during down time and listen to the talks at night on NPR. I felt that something was lacking in my life, and that I needed to challenge my intellectual curiosity. I couldn't find it at work, nor within my own circle of friends and family. I was beginning to become irritated and as a result, I wanted to change the people around me so badly at the time. I wanted to have philosophical and challenging conversations other than basic level and transactional level communication.
Something inside was troubling me and I didn't know what to do with the environment around me and how I fit versus where I belonged.
What started out as a personal fulfilment transitioned to an extremely transformative experience that put closure to childhood wounds. In my last semester of graduate school, I realized that, most importantly, addressing the personal narrative never felt so rewarding. The self-discovery began as I wanted to pursue a creative writing project for my thesis. I must have changed ideas three times to come up with, first, a poetry-infused memoir, second, a narrative essay and finally a one-act stage play. This all worked out perfectly because I already had acting experience and a background in theatre. Perhaps I felt at the stage of my life, turning forty, I had done personal work and healing through childhood issues that had put me in a much more grounded space. Somehow, this lightbulb went off and I had to make my inner-child shine. It was almost a nagging feeling to see myself relive a past using theatre as a medium to interpret what my experience was. I felt that by getting my Master's degree was more than a means to an end, and that there was something else beyond a career change in my life. I had to put closure on something in my past, which I had thought was over and done with.
Initially, I was inspired by another student's culminating project that was a performance.
Hearing about how he was presenting his creative piece, I thought to myself, well if he can sing in front of an audience, why not perform my thesis as a one-act play? I brought this idea (very last minute) to my thesis readers. Regardless of the timing, I felt that it was meant for me to be able to tell my memoir in a theatre form. Previously, I had already started an academic paperclose to twenty-two pages. It was my thesis reader who suggested that I could think about each story as mini-scenes from a movie. And that's when I began to think in a visual and also in cinematic form. Each chapter in my life had looked like scenes from a movie.
The trouble with writing my one-act play was that I had to draw on various characters such as family members. It didn't take me long to recall a memory of how my parents were during that tumultuous period in my life. I had to find ways when writing the dialogue to make sure that I empowered that wounded child. I couldn't get wrapped up into being that character or how I was back then. One of my directors mentioned to me that I am playing a character of how I was at fourteen years old. And that is not how I am now. I'm a completely different person compared to that younger self. As all of this unfolds, I'm actually learning more and more about my parents' stories like how their own life was like before my sister and I came along. As the performance got closer and I was wrapping up my creative project I got a revelation. I fully realized more than ever before, even when I was in therapy, that my parents have their own issues that seriously shaped and guided their decisions. They are two wounded lost people, who didn't have their own personal power and love for themselves in order to reciprocate to each other and, most importantly, their own children. This would be the highlighting take away piece if anything that I have learned from this project. Perhaps just a little tad of empathy, but never to give a pass that they did the best that they could.
Recently, I watched the documentary of the American playwright, Eugene O'Neill (1888 -1953 . O'Neill wrote plays about his life and troubled upbringing. As painstakingly as it was during a time in the 1950s construct, where silence ruled and discussing feelings and emotions was not the norm, O'Neill found a creative outlet to discuss his lived trauma. He found a healthy way to process his own dysfunctional family. For me, growing up with mixed messages that led to a duality of confusion, decoding language that was very ambiguous and figuring out my own self in the process have been truly challenging. The duality of the educated/uneducated, and the employed/unemployed, to list a few hierarchies, definitely ruled my home life.
It seemed like O'Neill was struggling to tell his own personal story using a stage play.
He made sure that his plays marked overarching themes of a troubled family. It bothered him so.
In one scene in A Touch of the Poet the daughter is at a writing table and she is speaking to her mom about her dad. I could immediately relate to that scene when she tries to suggest for her mom to leave dad. In my own play, So, "In Your Eyes, I am Complete, I hint a few times in the beginning of the play that mom should leave dad. As in A Touch of the Poet, there is plenty of dysfunction, as the dad doesn't understand because he is an alcoholic and the mom enables his behavior. With my own play, there is a similar theme of enabling an alcoholic and that addiction is heavily addressed. With O'Neill's piece, he portrayed the mom as being passive and always turning a blind eye to toxic situations. The daughter is affected and it appears that no one even notices how her own reaction is simply caused by what she is seeing around her.
Robert Redford's film, Ordinary People, was also a great inspiration for me to seek therapy because the main character navigates where his life begins while balancing the dynamics of his parents. In the therapist's office scene, the main character played by Timothy Hutton says to his therapist, "I want to be in control." Hearing this line for me propelled me to eventually seek therapy. I wanted to be able to discuss what was going on in my own home, and later, to tell my story openly in public. I have expressed this overarching theme in my life--trauma and dysfunctional settings--through creativity. Many examples have included poetry, short films, prose and one-act stage plays. I believe that in order to heal from these troubled and souldraining experiences one has no other option but to explore creativity. The character of Timothy is seen as taking on the stressors of the family while no one is paying attention. In his case, he sought therapy to understand the many layers that were going on in his own home. My character deals with the same thing as well. They say in therapy that it is about peeling back the onion, so uncovering the many levels and complexities in order to heal.
Another playwright who also inspired me is August Wilson ) whose play Fences serves as another example when the character, Troy, who plays the father, definitely shows anger and hostility towards his family. It is the catalyst scene where Troy confronts his son, Cory, one day outside their home. Cory's hopes and dreams, which he thought were safe to share with his dad, were actually hurting Cory every time he thought it was safe to share.
Personally, I could relate to him growing up. My own goals and dreams were always shattered because of having an alcoholic dad who thought that dreams and goals were "a waste of time" and that "it takes money." That was the story that ruled the household for many years. Getting out of the situation at the time seemed impossible. I could see myself in many situations where I wanted to get out and leave, but for my story there was a cultural narrative at work. I couldn't just leave the home setting. With Cory's case, he went to the military. In my story, going off to college for the first time and experiencing being away and living in the dorms was my way out.
Courage was the defining moment of my being my own person and discovering my own existence. I came across many instances of resisting and fighting the layers that the old me was in the process of "shedding." I didn't know what I was going through back then, but looking back from my age now, I was navigating life in my own skin. Many teenagers discover themselves and identity at a much younger age, but for me, it was a serious struggle. I gained friends, and lost friends, I had to make decisions, for example, deciding whether to go shopping with friends or show up for work. Looking back at it, I forgive myself for just being me it was part of the process of learning how to make decisions. Little did I know that I was branching out of my family's narrative and being my own individual despite the chaos in my life. In contrast, with my mom, the only risk that she took in her life was to leave one country, the Philippines, and start a new life in another. That was the only risk that she took in her life.
Background: Mom's Story
Mom's first job upon arriving in the United States was working at a manufacturing plant for insect repellant in Berkeley, CA. Mom had a roommate, Vicki, whom she met at an Asian grocery store. They were in line and mom heard a woman behind her ask, "Are you Filipino?"
They started a conversation and that led to my mom being Vicki's roommate. Her rent was $175 a month for a 2BR apartment in East Oakland. And divide that monthly rent by two--$87.50--was what my mom's portion was. Initially, it was nice and smooth sailing for both. Until my mom started dating my dad.
Mom tells me the story of how she met my dad. They met at work. She arrived early.
The employees waited in the lobby before the gate to the manufacturing area was opened. She noticed a new hire: a black guy. They sat next to each other in the waiting room. While waiting, she sensed that dad wasn't comfortable in starting a conversation as he just sat there quietly.
Mom initiated a conversation and asked, "Are you new here?" "Yes. I start today."
Mom began to feel comfortable as if there was a connection of some sort. As the employees were waiting to punch the time clock, mom noticed that dad was still standing there looking to find his name on the punch card. She noticed everyone taking their punch card and following the clock-in procedure. My dad was just there looking for his name and he appeared to have a hard time knowing what to do. That was the hook. That's how they met. They met over a time clock.
Mom tells me the story where she would invite dad over to her apartment and Vicki didn't like him-because he was black. Vicki complained of dad smoking in the room. They had a white male neighbor upstairs who was married to a Filipino lady. One day, the man turned Dad would polish his shoes to perfection, tie his shoes not missing an eyelet. Everything my dad did had to be perfect. No such thing as mistakes or accidents according to him. Mistakes led to bad things happening and consequences unfolding-he wanted to avoid that. Yet throughout his life, he managed to avoid his own pitfalls and challenges by hiding behind mom. Mom sheltered him to the point where dad's behavior was double masked behind drinking. And drink, he did.
He'd rarely interact and hold meaningful conversations with the family.
Dad was born in 1953 in Monroe, Louisiana. His goal was to come to California in hopes for a better education. And he did just that, in the late 1960's, as he ventured out by car with other relatives, leaving his mom behind-as she arrived in California a bit later.
As I am telling my story for this thesis project, I uncover many complexities such as racial and cultural differences, and even educational differences between mom and dad which show a disparity amongst the two cultures. Things start to unfold, and the more I take a step back at my life's story on a page, I realize that these two people, two extremely different people, had their own personal issues.
There were so many layers to deconstruct. At the time, my parents were dealing with the The backstory of my parents doesn't give a free pass on how they parented; as the trite saying goes, "we did the best that we could." Not sure if I can agree with the best, when dad was always drunk, and mom always turned a blind eye on things when it got chaotic. The chaos can be best described in a poem that I wrote for a graduate creative writing class. It is titled, "That Kitchen." That Kitchen. Looking back at the poem and on my life, the role of domesticity was definitely a challenge to both my mom and dad. They both viewed the role of being in the kitchen as similar, but very different as well. With my dad, he grew up where it was a woman's job to be in the kitchen and cook. And to make sure that food "turned out right." There was always an issue when dad would get a burnt pancake from mom, soup that was vegetarian, and just food that wasn't to his liking. But for mom, it is part of the Filipino tradition to cook and to cook a lot of food and to share the food. It didn't matter if the food was perfect, just that there was a "bountiful blessing" as she'd always call it. She always said grace before sitting down at the dining table. Dad would just show his disgust by picking at the food with his fork only to go to the garbage can and throw it out, instead of being thankful.
A traumatizing memory that is mentioned in my play is when my sister and I were little and dad would come home drunk with a bag of chips only to flush it down the garbage disposal.
What did all this mean? How can one throw food away like that? How can someone have no gratitude? We were poor, and there were times that we had only a can of soup in the cupboard. I remember it was dad's birthday and mom and I took the time to make chocolate cake for his birthday. We had no frosting. Instead of dad showing his appreciation, that his family took the time to make a cake for his birthday--I recall it clearly--he smashed the cake against the wall. I was standing in shock, and in anger. I hated him for that.
In "That Kitchen", we see the tension of the gendered roles at work, ending with baking peanut butter cookies. That moment I do remember, maybe at six years old. I watched my mom bake peanut butter cookies and I loved eating the morsels right out of the package. Perhaps that was my early connection with baking. As I grew up, I collected recipes, always trying to bake and cook alongside mom, regardless if dad was around or not. That's how I learned to bake. It wasn't until a few years after I received my Bachelor's degree that I took a job as a food server.
I remember watching one of the cooks use a heavy duty mixer and I saw orange colored batter.
That moment called me to take cooking classes at a community college. I did just that. That 
Manila
I remember the phone call home to my dad that when I was five. "Daddy, I miss you." Mom, my sister and I went to the Philippines without dad. I don't know why he didn't go. I just knew that we had spent a month in the Philippines and I was missing my dad. I got a chance to get to know my relatives and there was definitely a connection and even though we are more than 2000 miles away-we still keep in touch to this day. I understand the language barely, but can translate in English, especially when someone is gossiping. I am still learning the different varieties of Filipino pastries and many variations of noodle dishes-Pancit Canton, Pancit Malabon, and the list goes on. Perhaps I can say that I know more of my Filipino side than my African-American heritage. Friends say that I look more like my mom and my sister looks like my dad.
As a college graduation present, in 2000, mom, my sister and I went to the Philippines again. This time I remember it well and it was fun! We went to a few cities and even Subic Bay, northwest of Manila Bay. It used to be the U.S. Naval Base Subic Bay. We hung out by the beach with relatives and connected like it was yesterday. We all had grown up. They remembered us and it wasn't difficult to place memories and share a laugh here and there. Our relatives took us to Shoe Mart, which is a huge mall in Manila. The tropical weather was definitely different from California's weather. I recall that we were indoors when it would rain, the rain would come down hard on the tin roofs. The thunder was much louder and seemed much closer to the ground than I had experienced. The word mainit, meaning hot in the Tagalog language, would always be accompanied by a bamboo fan and straw hats. I remember we went to the mall just for the air-conditioning, and in that huge crowd of people, I spotted a former Dominican University student and we both screamed in excitement that we had "recognized" each other even though we only saw each other around on campus in passing.
Connecting with the two cultural differences made me feel like I had roots. It offered me a sense of grounding. I didn't have to be the one who was unsure or conflicted as I identified with both sides of my family equally. I knew more of my mom's family tree than my dad's, which I'm still learning, and that side of the family is tricky because there are many layers and a possible slave narrative. I still have to get the story on that as my dad did mention that his great grandfather on his mom's side arrived by ship. I am still getting the story on that.
My Story: Re-writing Scenes
As I grew up, I found ways to do better, as if it were ingrained in me that I was destined not to be like my mom or my dad. I was actually different. I talked different, and my viewpoint on the outside world was much different from my parent's. I was always the inquisitive one and I always saw that there was a better life ahead. It was a matter of time that my parents' old stories would wear off, and that I would be in a place to create and re-write my old wounds. In addition, the environment around me propelled me to get out and go for higher education, and that was definitely the way out. When I saw the students in high school dropping out at an exorbitant rate, I knew that wasn't ever going to be me, and that I had to keep my focus even more. The '90s were challenging times, especially going to a public high school that was situated in the black community of industrial town-the remnants of what used to be a thriving city.
I remember looking in a newspaper once and talking to a classmate in junior high, that one could buy a Victorian house in West Oakland for no more than $100,000! Totally unheard of today. These houses were passed down from generation to generation and the stories that were told were passed down as well. But then came the drugs along with unemployment, along with the city bulldozing a community to build housing "projects." I remember the old apartment building where we lived was situated between West Oakland and a few blocks from downtown Oakland. At night, we would hear bullets pierce through the air and conversations around the dinner table would be to guess where they were coming from.
I had my own complexities as well, dealing with a community whose spirit had died and only ghosts were the ones who were alive. I had to deal with the arguing and fighting of mom and dad as they could never see eye to eye. Dad's mental health was masked through drinking and him being gone most of the time. I had to put my teenage years on hold to become a parent to my parents. Instead of celebrating milestones properly in my life, I always had them cut short as someone in my family would have an issue with me being a kid. I had to grapple with what having fun meant and that it was ok to enjoy, celebrate, and most importantly, to be in the moment.
Today, as I write this on May 6, 2018, I needed to find an ATM, and my particular bank's branch was out of order so I drove to the nearest one in El Cerrito. It turned out that lobby area was locked on Sundays. I decided to go to the next nearest one which was in downtown Oakland. I thought to myself, let me drive down San Pablo Ave-the street where my high school is close to. Wanting to find a liquor store to buy Now and Laters candy, which was a prop for my one-act play that I am performing today, I decided to just go for the drive instead. I didn't recognize the area so much. I drove past San Pablo and 55 th Street where a small park that the homeless used to hang out in is now blocked by a yellow gate to keep people out. Yet, there were people congregating outside-perhaps a drug deal was going on. A woman sitting on the curb looked disheveled-I kept driving. I took a right turn and ended up on Myrtle Street. The high school still looked the same except that the windows that once looked like a jail cell had changed-same color, but different design. The houses across the street were the same, and the blue Victorian crack house didn't look blue anymore. I wanted to find the liquor store that was close to my school where during lunch break all the students would flock to buy chips, candy and soda-the only meal of the day for most. As I passed by it, the store was there, but for some reason, I couldn't recognize it. I couldn't recognize that area. There were still people hanging out who looked like they were high. The sad thing was that they were close to my age-30's to 40's. I didn't stop to look long enough, it just felt like a blur-just like my high school years. Were these the same kids that I went to school with? In my freshman year, our class started out with about 356 students; in four years sadly, only 56 of us graduated. I began to realize that area was still the same and yet different at the same time. The same apathetic vibe was still present. The only two things that I can say that has changed was time, and my own personal progress.
Upon reflecting on my one-act play, it dawns on me that my script addresses a reflection of knowing only surface level bits and pieces of my parents at the time. I didn't get all the information when I was a kid. I was just going through life and experiencing a troubled situation. In the play, I also mentioned the historical context that was happening at the time when I had my own issues at home--the chaos of growing up in West Oakland in the '90s.
Perhaps there was a reason that I stumbled in that neighborhood for one last time. I had to reflect. I had to remember those who, also, experienced a challenging time during their adolescent years. I had to be the one to give a voice to those who simply couldn't. Thinking back about that dream I had three years ago, perhaps that was the meaning. To pick up where my mom left off-to further my education and to put the icing on the cake, to heal that wounded story in my life.
Conclusion
As I typed the two cities of my parents' background-Manila and Mer Rouge I began to realize that they never really told their stories. Do parents ever really tell their stories? What I started to learn from my parents and their ways of knowing and how their upbringing and culture shaped them, in a way shaped me too. Someone had to be the one to tell the story. Someone had to be the one to type these words across the page, even as they painstakingly evoke memories both positive and negative. I suppose that I had to be the one with the pen to write the story.
That I had to be the one who had that prophetic dream to return to a place of personal healing.
This all came about because I went to graduate school! My one-act play has been beyond a healing piece. I was able to re-write my own personal narrative which was to heal the inner-child and bring back the power that my younger self always wanted and deserved. I never thought that it was possible to re-write empowering scenes as a way of closure to that stage in my life. This one-act play has been one of my most exciting and fulfilling pieces of writing that I have ever done. It is a very nice and rewarding feeling that I can finally say that I made peace with my inner-child as that relationship within myself transformed. I am complete.
